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Canoe Base History

A Story in Ice

The history of today’s Northern Wisconsin National Canoe Base really began about 20,000 years ago when, with a drastic change in the climate of the world, a great ice sheet that had covered Wisconsin for more than a hundred thousand years slowly began to melt away.  It took a long time for the ice was a good 10,000 feet thick!

The glacial ice was not the clean clear substance we see in a water glass.  Rather, it was filled with all kinds of geologic debris.  As the moving ice flowed slowly down across Canada from west of Hudson’s Bay it leveled hills and mountains, plowed up river valleys into thousand foot deep troughs (like Lake Superior and Lake Michigan) and smoothed and gouged and polished huge areas of bedrock.  Today on the ancient rocks of Ontario’s part of the Canadian Shield, the giant footprints of the glacier are filled with water – 25,000 lakes!

Further south over Wisconsin the melting glacier worked in another way.  Some of the enormous burden of silt and rocks carried by the ice probably melted down through the ice and became more or less the land surface that we see today but even more of it was worked over and ground down and “organized” by the streams and rivers created by the melting ice.  The rounded boulders we find all across Wisconsin are clear evidence of the work of water on stone.  Quite possibly the beautiful sand of our beach was born in a rushing glacier stream.

But White Sand Lake and most of the other lakes we canoe probably had a different origin.  Don’t forget that the land over which the glacier spread was originally uneven.  Even today we can see at Rib Mountain near Wausau what once must have been a very high mountain.  Also the weight of almost two miles of ice could cut and dig and plough unbelievable easily.

So – imagine a mile-wide valley running east and west for maybe a couple of miles.  Imagine it completely filled with relatively clean ice and snow and then a mile or two of more ice piled up on that along with lots of sand and rocks and dirt.

Now, imagine the ice slowly melting and depositing that sand over the old ice of the filled valley.  For awhile the overburden of soil would protect the old ice in the hidden valley or depression but in time the warm sun would melt that too – and you’d have the lake that we now call White Sand Lake.  Many of Wisconsin’s 7,000 lakes were born from isolated buried chunks of relatively clear ice.

Well, more than 7,000 years have passed since the last of the glacier melted away but there’ll be times when you go swimming today that you’ll swear that the glacier is still there!
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Camp Crystal Lake (No. 74-S)

Of the

Civilian Conservation Corps

1933-1941

“The Great Depression” began in 1929 and within a short time most of the youth of our country and about 25% of all family wage earners were out of work.  To try and solve this problem, President Franklin D. Roosevelt and our government created the Civilian Conservation Corps.  Young men were given worthwhile, productive work in the American out of doors where their jobs involved hard labor on projects that to this day are recognized as being extremely worthwhile.

One such CCC camp was established on the east shore of White Sand Lake in Vilas County, Wisconsin.  It was called Crystal Lake Camp and it was originally occupied in June of 1933.

A May 1936 camp inspection report says that 1st Lt. Kelly was Commander of the 1601st CCC Company.  Camp Doctor was 1st Lt. Brennan and mess officer was 2nd Lt. Hutchison.  The Chief Foreman was Jens Steiro.  The U.S. Army was in charge.  Most CCC officers had gotten their commissions through college ROTC.

At the time of the inspection there were 154 men living and working at the Camp.  The buildings which we are still using were called “Forestry and Army Quarters”.  They had flush toilets and hot and cold water showers as well as a mess hall, a root cellar, and incinerator and a well for water.

There were many recreational activities.  Transportation to Minocqua for movies and dancing, baseball teams, boxing, horseshoes, volleyball, basketball, ping pong, billiards and swimming.  (The swimming regulations called for the Scout buddy system!)

They had a very heavy emphasis on fire safety with, among other things, 38 water barrels, 76 buckets and 70 ladders.

Their food was quite good but the meal cost was, by comparison with today’s prices, incredible – .4368¢ per meal!

The Camp was in existence up to late 1941.  By this time most of the men and the leaders had left for duty in World War II but the work described in the May 1936 report was an investment in America that we can only admire today.

The men of the Crystal Lake Camp worked an area of 100,000 acres.  Some of the things they did were:

Helped the Trout Lake Nursery grow 11 million trees per year.

Built buildings for the Trout Lake Forestry Headquarters including the making of 4,000 concrete blocks.

Landscaped the Forestry Headquarters as well as the Woodruff Fish Hatchery and Lake Tomahawk Ranger Station.

Operated a sawmill cutting approximately 60,000 board feet of lumber.

Manned two fire towers

Maintained 60 miles of state forest roads and 30 miles of truck trails.

The young men of that day have set an excellent example for us!
History of the Region Seven Scout Landing

By E.A. Schwechel

First Chairman of the Canoe Base

Executives Committee (1939)

It all really began in 1929 when Ernest J. Morris, then Scout Executive at Milwaukee, Wisconsin, met with the Wisconsin Conservation Commission and sold them on the idea of setting up an Eagle Scout Forestry Camp.

This Camp located on Lost Canoe Lake is situated just across the road from what is now the Canoe Base.  One hundred Eagle Scouts from Wisconsin were selected each year to spend two weeks in two camp periods building trails, campsites, and anything else that needed doing.

Ted Shearer, then Scout Executive at Fond du Lac, agreed to spend the month of August directing the Camp.  This first year, 1929, was spent mainly in clearing and building the Base Camp.

Both the Canoe Base and Forestry Camps are in the Nicolet National Forest and I became Scout Executive of the Nicolet Area Council with headquarters in Green Bay in 1938.

In August 1938 I went up to visit the Forestry Camp.  Ted and I discussed the feasibility of a Regional Canoe Base similar to the one operated at Ely, Minnesota by Region Ten.  Ted had become well acquainted with the Wisconsin territory which included many lakes and rivers.  So that fall, at the Region Seven Executives’ Conference, we approached C.J. Carlson, Regional Scout Executive, on the idea.  (Region Seven included the states of Michigan, Indiana, Wisconsin, and Illinois)

He became quite enthusiastic about it, appointed a committee of Executives, one from each state with me as Chairman.  The first task was to get the state to provide the land for a strategically situated base.  In the winter of 1939 with Al Claude from the Regional staff and William Kuh from the Regional Committee, I went up to the park headquarters on Tomahawk Lake near Minocqua to meet with Leif Steiro, Park Superintendent, who was instrumental in setting up the Forestry Camp.

His original thought was to set up a Canoe Base on the same lake as the Forestry Camp so with two feet of snow on the ground and no snow shoes, the four of us tramped around the east side of Lost Canoe Lake.  The highway was so close to the lake that there was no possibility of a campsite of the required size.  In addition, canoeists would have to start with a portage into White Sand Lake.

We were standing there in the snow discussing the problem when Leif said, “I have the solution.  Let’s go look at the old CCC Camp on White Sand Lake.  It’s only a mile and a half away.”  The Camp, with about twenty buildings,  had been abandoned since CCC days and the park was using it for equipment storage.

We went over to the Camp and met Scotty (J.A. Scott).  He was a park employee who lived there and was a caretaker.  Well here was a dining hall and a kitchen fully equipped, showers and toilet houses, pump, water, septic system and any number of buildings that could be used.  It was on a beautiful campsite with a long, white sand beach, trees, grassy areas, roads, walks, etc.  Leif said he would approach the State Conservation Committee at its next meeting and recommend that the Boy Scouts use the Camp as a Canoe Base.  Early approval followed and we were in business.

1940

The next problem was to raise the money to equip the Camp.  We assigned a quota of $25, $50 and $100 to each of the 72 Councils then in the Region.  About 75% of them responded and we got some contributions from members of the Regional Committee.  Believe it or not, we started that Camp with around $5,000.  National said that it had to be self-supporting or no deal.

Our first tents and packs were purchased from the Duluth Tent and Awning Company.  We bought cook kits from our supply service.  We bought canoes with seats in them from the Thompson Brothers Boat Co. in Peshtigo, Wisconsin.  They cost us $50 a piece!

Ted Shearer and I agreed to share the directing of the Camp for the first year.  My big job was to clean the place up at no cost.  Margaret (Mrs. Schwechel) and I went up for ten days as soon as the ice was out of the Lake.  All the equipment, canoes, etc., were shipped up.

With Scotty’s help we cleaned the buildings we planned to use, did some painting, cleaned the kitchen and the dining hall, worked on the plumbing that hadn’t been used for years, put in a dock and built some canoe racks.

The 1940 fee was $14 for a seven-day period.  We had 24 weeks to work with.  The leader came free with each ten Scouts.  The average trail party was four canoes with ten people.  The season was short because Ted and I had Council Camps to run.  As I remember, we had 16 Councils use the Base the first year.  Ted came up around July 20th.  We recruited and briefly trained about eight staff members.  The first day was a shakedown briefing and planning routes.  We had state maps with campsites marked on park property.  Later we contacted private owners to secure permission to use other campsites.  I came up around August 10, sent out the last parties and closed things up.

1941

In 1941 we did just about the same thing.  Poor Ted had the worst end of it this year.  The septic system went bad.  Much of the pipe was broken.  Plumbing broke down.  He had to dig up most of the disposal field and replace the drain tile.  Scotty, the caretaker, was a jewel.  Without his help and work we would have had a much more difficult time.

Then we had a volunteer, Jack Loesch, from Toledo.  He came up to Camp in the spring to train our voyageurs and what a job he did and was he tough.  

He asked me to make “Wanigan boxes” out of plywood.  The idea was to pack the food for the next day and the cooking gear in the boxes.  It was carried on a pack frame and it was a murderous load.  I still have one of them.

1942

In 1942 we hired our first Director, Ernie Schmidt, a Scout Executive in transition between Geneva, Illinois and Oshkosh, Wisconsin.  I was Chairman for three or four years.

Some Highlights Among My Memories

(E.A. Schwechel)

1940 – That first year with my wife and I and with Scotty’s help we put things in order.  We were putting in the old dock in mid-May.  Boy that water was cold!  Margaret helped hold the sawbucks in place while Scotty and I put on the catwalk.  Scotty had a jumper on and overshoes.  Well, part of the decking had drifted down the beach.  Scotty got a tow line tied on the decking and pulled the whole thing up the beach, wading in water up to his waist.  I said, “Scotty, you’ll get your feet wet.”  He said, “Well, I got my overshoes on.”

During the war and rationing we had no trouble getting red stamps for food and gasoline but buying quantities of meat was another thing.  One year all I could buy was canned ham.  Every time a trail party got in we tried to give them a banquet.  All the banquets were the same.  Ham, sweet potatoes, green beans, salad, milk, bread, and apple pie.  After a few weeks of this, the staff was in tears.  They had to eat the same thing every time and I’ll bet some of them never ate ham again.

I saved all the ham scraps and some bones and when the last party had left I put it on in a ten-gallon stockpot and we had the richest soup stock anybody ever made.  I put in five pounds of split peas, onions and made croutons out of stale bread.  When I announce pea soup and ham for supper the staff groaned but when they tasted it they wanted more.

Scotty’s wife was away for awhile so he had his meals with us.  He cam over – “What’s for supper?” Pea soup.  “I won’t eat that blankety, blank soup.” And he went home.  There was no food in the house so he cam back.  “Give me some of that blankety blank soup in this quart jar.” Back he came.  “Give me some more.” Then back again.  “Say, will you teach my wife how to make pea soup?”

Waldo Shaver came up for a week’s vacation and fishing.  When I got there on a Friday he hadn’t caught a fish.  So, after supper we went out.  Well, in half an hour, I caught seven walleyes.  He never got over it and the next morning I came in with four bass, on a four and one-half pounder.

Some Highlights From the 1942 Season:  -  Ernie Schmidt

It was interesting to watch fellowship and good-feeling grow among groups of boys.  They start out on a trip strange and new and end up with friendships that will last until they are old men.  And there is humor too – plenty of it.  There was one group who bent the keel on one of their canoes and swore up and down that it was the twists and turns of White Sand Creek that did it.  Then there was the young leader who grew a mansize beard and woke up one morning in the open tent with a porcupine sitting on his feet looking enviously at the beard.  I think probably the prize alibi of all maybe attributed to the boys from New Albany in southern Indiana who had some pretty cold weather during their week out and who explained a few breaks in the planking of their canoes by claiming that ice did it!

From a Region Seven Report for the Period January 1 thru October 1, 1942

Wilderness Canoe Camp – Through the excellent cooperation of the Wisconsin Conservation Department and the U.S. Government, Region Seven operated a wilderness canoe camp based on White Sand Lake – using CCC headquarters.

The purchase of equipment was financed through donations from Councils, Scouters, and individuals.  The result was that 305 Scouts and leaders participated in a week’s canoe trip.

There were 21 Councils represented as follows:

ILLINOIS 



U.S. Grant Council – Freeport

West Suburban Council – LaGrange

North Shore Council – Highland Park

Chief Shabbona Council – Geneva

Blackhawk Council – Rockford

Elgin Council – Elgin

Chicago Council – Chicago

Rainbow Council – Joliet

Aurora Council – Aurora

Abraham Lincoln Council – Springfield

Starved Rock Council – LaSalle

Du Page Council – Lombard

Potawatomie Trails Council – Chicago Heights

INDIANA 



Three Rivers Council – Logansport

Whitewater Balley Council – Richmond

George Rogers Clark – New Albany

Kikthawenund Council – Anderson

MICHIGAN 



Land O’ Lakes Council – Jackson

WISCONSIN 


Four Lakes Council – Madison

Gateway Council – LaCrosse

State Line Council – Beloit

Full credit for a successful financial operation of the Camp and the raising of funds for the equipment must go to Al Claude.  Ernie Schmidt made an invaluable contribution in handling the Camp program, and Lane Miller in his splendid service as Camp Quartermaster

C.J. Carlson

Regional Executive
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From Bob Gregg, Director, 1943 to 1948

I guess one of the most interesting incidents was the night that Woody and I got a call from a party on an island in Rice Lake.  Their Scoutmaster had been playing Tarzan and fell out of a tree on a rock and injured his back.  We put a cot and blankets in the new Dodge stake body truck, took a stretcher and headed out.

When we got to the island, we lashed the stretcher between two canoes and transported him to the hospital in Tomahawk.  After ten days in the hospital, he recovered OK.

1943 – Electricity was supplied by gasoline driven generators which were cranked to start every morning and shut down the last thing at night.  Water came from an excellent well and was pumped into a 20,000 gallon elevated wooden tank.  The tank dried out every winter and required a great deal of caulking and soaking each spring.  Ice had to be cut each winter from the lake and stored in the ice house from which huge blocks were put in the walk-in refrigerator each day to provide the only refrigeration in Camp.  Vegetables were kept in an underground cellar in the hill behind the mess hall.

One of the great asset of the Camp was J. A. Scott.  His telephone to the Forestry Headquarters at Trout Lake was our only contact with the outside world.

Another person who should be mentioned is Dr. Kate Newcomb who served this entire vacationland area and later became famous for her dedicated services through the television program “This Is Your Life” and through a book, “Angel on Snowshoes”.  She made many trips to the Landing to do medical rechecks and was always on call for emergencies.

Building #1 was used as a Camp office and for adult staff and camp lounge.  Building #2 served as map room, equipment issue and a place for planning sessions.  Building #3 provided overnight facilities for incoming groups and storage for their equipment while on the trail.  Building #4 housed the junior staff.  Canoes were kept on racks in the pines near the Lake.

War rationing became a serious problem by 1943 and made it necessary for parties coming from a distance to travel by train.  Fortunately, the Milwaukee Railroad still had one train a day to Star Lake, about seven miles away.

Most of the food we obtained then was either fresh vegetables or canned goods in glass jars.  This made it almost impossible to carry enough food for more than four or five days so we arranged for food drops to be picked up along the route.

Cooking and water heating at the Base was done on coal or wood-burning stoves.  All laundry was done by hand.

In spite of transportation problems, our 1943 attendance was 192 campers and leaders from 17 councils for a total of 234 camper weeks.

1944 – Our cost this year was $2.00 registration plus $1.50 per day per person and the length of the period was any time desired by the party.  We had enough equipment to maintain 70 people on the trail at a time.

Woodrow Hickman, a superintendent of schools in Danvers, (Danville?) Illinois, was Program Director this year and for the succeeding years until 1952.

Our staff of young men increased to 12.

Ted Shearer, Ed Schwechel and Dick Potter each gave us a week or more as cooks for the Base.  The year the attendance was 418 campers and leaders from 25 Councils for 578 camper weeks.

Hiking – Judge Rosenberry, Chairman of the Conservation Commission, was greatly interested in hiking so the Commission developed and marked some wonderful hiking trails in the immediate area around the Landing.  Several courageous parties took these trails instead of canoeing.

1945 – Thompson Brothers and the Base worked out an agreement to replace all canoes each year for a percentage allowance.  Forty new and replacement canoes were secured under this plan to give us a fleet of sixty canoes.

In 1945, 631 campers and leaders from 33 Councils for a total of 850 camper weeks attended the Base.  In 1945, Ben Phillips, Scout Executive of Samoset Council, enlarged and brought up to date the original maps prepared by Ernie Schmidt.

In the fall of 1945, a sub-committee of the Regional Executive Committee (…?) members were Sidney Wager III, Chicago; Judge Rosenberry, Madison; and Otto Janus, Indianapolis.

1946 – In 1946, our attendance was 547 campers and leaders from 37 Councils for a total of 740 camper weeks.  This made a grand total of 64 Councils in Region Seven that had used the Scout Landing facilities.  

Our first telephone was installed this year.  We purchased the poles from a lumber camp, peeled and dried them, got wire and insulators through contacts in Chicago and the Base staff and volunteers set poles and strung the wire.

(…?)

During the 1963 season, Canoe Base operation included the physical operation of Wood Badge and the establishment of a  conservation course on Lost Canoe Lake.  The conservation course officially opened in 1967 with three 12-day periods.
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